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Introduction 

Natural Areas of Canadian Significance 
are areas which have been identified for preser- 
vation in a natural state and are representative 
of the major natural environments of Canada. 
They are special places which should be 
protected -aS “a partwotm the: heritagemoteall 
Canadians, now and in the future. The identifi- 
cation and protection of our important natural 
heritage areas cannot await or accommodate 
the advances of competing land uses. Action is 
required while the opportunities exist if the 
heritage of the past is to be passed on to the 


future. 


Of course, there are many, many different 
landscapes in Canada, each with its own unique 
features that inspire love and pride in the 
hearts of Canadians. To identify the variety of 
Canada's landscapes, Parks Canada has divided 
the country into 48 natural regions. It is the 
aim of Parks Canada to set aside, in each of the 
4% regions, an area of outstanding scenery or 
distinct features, that best portrays the region. 
So far only 18 of the natural regions have 
representative parks. Of the 30 regions without 
parks, 15 are at least partly in the Yukon and 
the Northwest Territories. Parks Canada, in its 
effort to further the completion of the national 
system of parks, has recently identified 6 of the 
more impressive natural heritage areas worthy 
of consideration for new parks. They are: 
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The Site 

Banks Island, which lies about 500 km (310 
miles) northeast of Inuvik, is characterized by 
rolling hills, meandering rivers and spectacular 
sea cliffs. Parks Canada has identified an area 
at the northern end of the Island as an area of 
interest. 

This area includes the northern portion of 
the Thomsen River basin, a gentle lowland 
important for its large musk ox population. 
Also included are the Musk Ox River basin, 
Castel and Mercy bays on the north coast of the 
Island, a rugged plateau to the east of the 
Thomsen River and part of an upland to the 


west. 


The area of this northern component is 
approximately 8 250 ae (3,300 sq. miles) but 
no final boundaries have been established. 

A possible southern component is proposed 
for Nelson Head, a spectacular sea cliff and 
polar bear denning area situated on the southern 
tip of the Island. 

While no boundaries have been deter- 
mined, some 100 km? (40 square miles) could 
encompass two prominent sets of sea cliffs at 
Nelson Head and Cape Lambton, and Durham 
Heights which lies some 5 km (3 miles) inland, 
and rises to 750 m (2,450 ft.) above sea level. 

Parks Canada is interested in helping the 
people of Sachs Harbour develop the tourist 
potential in the southern end of the Island. 
However, in the northern component the 


emphasis would be on conservation. 
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The Land 

The Thomsen River meanders through the 
central lowlands of the area of interest with 
only a few patches of fast water breaking its 
peaceful course to McClure Strait. On its way 
to the sea, the Thomsen flows over an extensive 
sand and gravel bed, between watery meadows, 
ox-bow lakes and stretches of tundra ponds. 
These lowlands make up the major part of the 
northern component and consist of the Thomsen 
River valley itself, as well as the steeper 
valleys of its major tributaries, the Musk Ox 
River and Able Creek. 

Flanking the river valley to the east is a 
rugged plateau, and to the west, an upland 
marked by ravines and valleys. Gyrfalcon Bluff, 
a limestone outcropping, rises from the eastern 
plateau where it forms a 100 m vantage point 
overlooking Mercy Bay. The western upland 
reveals its natural history by the fossilized 
plant stems and ferns embedded in its valley 


walls. 


Gyrfalcon Bluff, a fossil-bearing limestone 


outcropping, overlooks Mercy Bay 


The drainage basin of the Thomsen River 


forms a major part of the area of interest 
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Vegetation and Wildlife 

The varied landscape of Banks Island 
supports a diverse wildlife community. At 
present the northern component contains the 
most productive area for musk oxen in the 
world. Large numbers of this woolly mammal 
congregate in the lower Thomsen River basin 
where they are able to find good supplies of 
food and the isolation they need to raise their 
young. This herd has made a_ spectacular 
comeback from the brink of extinction at the 
beginning of the century and is now thought to 
number between four and five thousand. 

The watery maze of streams, lakes and 
ponds along the Thomsen basin is a_ highly 
significant moulting and staging area for thou- 
sands of brant and snow geese. The area of 
interest would also include breeding grounds for 
the gyrfalcon, little brown crane, sandhill 
crane, rough-legged hawk and the endangered 


peregrine falcon. 


Interbreeding between  barren-ground 
caribou and Peary caribou has produced a sub- 
species unique to Banks Island. Each year this 
herd migrates from its wintering range in the 
southern part of the Island to the breeding and 
calving grounds farther north. 

White whales, ringed seals and bearded 
seals live in the seas along the northern coast, 
while animals such as the Arctic fox, lemming 
and hare share the land with the musk oxen and 


caribou. 


1 White whales have been reported off 


the coast of Castel and Mercy Bays 


2 Young snowy owls 


Arctic fox pelts are a valuable source of income 


for the Inuit of Banks Island 
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Human History 
Banks 


occupied by Inuit for over 3 000 years. Remains 


Island has been intermittently 
of ancient Inuit cultures suggest that their 
economy was based on musk ox hunting and 
bowhead whaling. A harshening of the climate 
in the 17th century may have driven the Inuit to 
seek more hospitable territory to the south, 
although they occasionally returned to the 
Island to hunt. During thes latter halivotarie 
19th century groups of Inuit travelled to Banks 
Island to obtain wood and metal from the 
abandoned ship of explorer James McClure. 

Island 


became more frequent after 1920, when it was 


Seasonal hunting trips to the 
declared a game reserve for Inuit use only. The 
early 1950s saw the establishment of the first 
year-round settlement on Banks Island, Sachs 
Harbour, which now has a population of approxi- 
mately two hundred. 

The economy of Sachs Harbour is based on 
the trapping of Arctic fox, and is supplemented 
by fishing and the hunting of polar bear, 
caribou, musk ox and wildfowl. These activities 
are largely confined to the southwestern part of 
the Island. 


consider 


The people of Sachs Harbour 
the north end of Banks Island an 
important area for the breeding and supply of 
foxes and caribou, and make no attempt to 


systematically exploit this sanctuary. 
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(J. MacDonald) 


Inuit fishing 


Banks Island has been intermittently 


occupied by Inuit for over 3 000 years 


The lower Thomsen River basin is considered 


the most productive muskox range in the world 


(J. MacDonald) 
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1 McClure's cairn at Mercy Bay 


2 Banks Island is remarkable for its spectacular 
sea cliffs 
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If you would like to receive or contribute 
information on any of the six areas or to 
comment on their establishment as_ parks, 
please write to Parks Canada at one of the 


following addresses: 


Director, 

Parks Canada Prairie Region, 
114 Garry Street, 

WINNIPEG R3G I1G1 


Manitoba. 
or 


Director, 

National Parks Branch, 
Parks Canada, 

400 Laurier Avenue, West, 
OTTAWA KIA 0OH4 


Ontario. 


